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 “At the moment a certain part of Reagan’s America isn’t scared. They think 
they’re invulnerable. There’s this incredible up mood that leads at its worst 
excesses to things like the Libyan bombing and things like that, and they worry me 
and frighten me. The power elite of America and an awful lot of the people who 
vote for them [...] can gloss over the terror of the nuclear stockpiles, the world 
situation and all that and just think, ‘Hey, we’re doing all right, we’re okay’. That’s 
unhealthy. I know it’s only a tiny little comic book that goes over there every 
month and gets seen by a relatively small number of people, many of whom 
perhaps agree with us anyway, so it’s difficult to see what it’s doing, but I was 
consciously trying to do something that would make people feel uneasy [...] we 
thought that it could be nice to try and... yeah, try and scare a little bit so that 
people would just stop and think about their country and their politics.” 
(Moore, Alan, in Groth, Gary, and Fiore, Robert, 1988. The New Comics: 100) 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In 1987, writer Alan Moore and artist Dave Gibbons were interviewed at the UK 
Comic Art Convention about their latest work, the 12-issue miniseries Watchmen. 
Their skills would secure it a Hugo Prize and a place on Time’s list of the 100 all-time 
best English language novels from 1923 to today (www.time.com). Both occurrences 
remain unique for a comic book, or rather, as the term was popularized around 
Watchmen’s time, a graphic novel. 
Watchmen belonged to the most widespread genre on the US comic book market: 
that of superhero comics. While its graphic style was conceived by penciller Dave 
Gibbons as a conscious homage to the classics, the characters represented a radical 
departure from the by then trite myth of the superhero. Watchmen deconstructs 
the costumed crimefighters of comic book history to expose their contradictions. 
4 
 
The fact that the superhero uses violence to fight violence or the objectification of 
would-be empowered female superheroines is nothing new to comic book readers, 
it is just not something that is normally addressed. The genre functions within some 
very obvious conventions; Watchmen functions as postmodern commentary on 
superhero literature by creating characters that represent a criticism and 
reinvention of these guidelines. 
Another point of interest was the evidently political nature of the discourse 
embedded in Watchmen. The graphic novel is set in a dystopian world where Nixon 
is serving his fifth term as President of the United States. The world is on the brink 
of atomic war, due to escalating conflict between the US and the Soviet Union. The 
peace is maintained by the existence of Dr. Manhattan, a nuclear scientist become 
superhuman creature due to an accident. Non-superpowered masked vigilantes 
exist, but the law forced them to register their identity and work for the 
government, sometimes carrying out morally questionable tasks, or retire. It is on 
this background of impending destruction that a multitude of characters has to take 
ethical stances that will, to some degree, lead to one of the two possible 
conclusions: salvation or annihilation, for the whole world. Here the opening quote 
shows its importance as the key for a political reading of the graphic novel. 
Watchmen deconstructs the anxieties of the Reagan era as much as it debunks the 
shiny figure of the superhero; again, the conflicts are made visible through the filter 
of art. 
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2. Problem formulation, theory of science and methodology  
 
There are, therefore, at least two possible levels on which Watchmen can be read: 
one is the literary commentary, and another is the social commentary. But how 
does Watchmen comment on superhero literature?  
In order to find out, it would be useful to compare Watchmen to the tradition that 
informed it. Since our goal is to show any departures from the canonic literature and 
its themes, it would make sense to take a point of departure in a structuralist 
analysis. The reason is that, as literary critic and Harvard English professor Jonathan 
Culler states in his Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction, “in literary studies 
structuralism promotes a poetics interested in the conventions that make literary 
works possible; it seeks not to produce new interpretations of works but to 
understand how they can have the meaning and effects they do” (Culler, 1997: 124). 
This is the take on Watchmen given by the source we have chosen to base our 
literary analysis on: Richard Reynolds’ Superheroes: A Modern Mythology. 
Superheroes appears in the bibliography of most of the other books that have been 
used for this paper and is solidly based on Claude Lévi-Strauss’ structuralist analysis 
of mythology; Reynolds uses it by looking at superheroes as a modern, profane 
mythological pantheon. In the same way as anthropologist Lévi-Strauss schematized 
the repeated patterns in myths around the world, Reynolds unearths the repeated 
patterns in the traits of superhero characters. We used his results to see if 
Watchmen presented these patterns. 
However, as stated in the introduction, we believe Watchmen to be a 
poststructuralist novel, not a structuralist one. That is because we will find out that 
Reynolds’ categories do not actually apply to the contents of the graphic novel; 
rather, the categories seem to have been deconstructed. “Post-structuralism [...] 
designates above all deconstruction”, says Culler. “Deconstruction is most simply 
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defined as a critique of the hierarchical oppositions that have structured Western 
thought: inside/outside, mind/body, literal/metaphorical, speech/writing, 
presence/absence, nature/culture, form/meaning. To deconstruct an opposition is 
to show that it is not natural and inevitable but a construction, produced by 
discourses that rely on it, and to show that it is a construction in a work of 
deconstruction that seeks to dismantle it and reinscribe it – that is, not destroy it 
but give it a different structure and functioning”. (Culler, 1997: 125-126) Our thesis 
will be that this applies to Watchmen and that Watchmen represents a criticism of 
traditional superhero literature, uttered through the technique of deconstruction. 
The next question we will encounter will then be, why has the traditionally positive 
mythological figure of the superhero turned into a fragmented, darker entity? 
We will sustain that the reason is to be looked for in the discourses represented 
within the novel. We will then discover that the discourse of the superhero is not 
the only one that experiences a debunking in recent American comic books, 
Watchmen among them. Science undergoes a great deal of demystifying in the 
comics issued in the period after World War II. Why did the perception of science 
change so dramatically? 
After all, writes media scholar John Fiske in his Introduction to Communication 
Studies, “science is a good example where the counter-myths are strongly 
challenging the dominant. We are a science-based culture. [...] Science is seen as 
objective, true and good. But the counter-myth is also very strong. [...] In popular 
culture, both myths of science are well-represented” (Fiske, 1982: 94). But here the 
two different lines of inquiry seem to merge. If we start to consider the allegorical 
content of the novel, and primarily the figure of Dr. Manhattan, we will see that 
Watchmen represents some of the discourses of its time in a very evident way. The 
discourse of the hero and the discourse of science have, then, to be perspectivized 
in the context of the real world. And the event that marked a downfall of the 
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prestige of the American hero and of science in an American context can be found in 
the Bomb. 
Applying these reflections on the evolution of the themes of the hero and of science 
to Watchmen, we will be able to explore the reasons why it is a poststructuralist 
narrative. But then, we might want to ask: what is the purpose of the 
deconstruction of these myths? 
To establish what aspects of the real world might have influenced the creation of 
Watchmen, we will briefly turn to the practice of critical discourse analysis, to which 
Norman Fairclough dedicated his works. Although no in-depth inquiry will be 
conducted,  we will take our departure point in Fairclough’s statement that “We can 
think of a discourse as (a) representing some particular part of the world, and (b) 
representing it from a particular perspective” (Fairclough 2003: 129). Even when not 
explicitly stated, these two questions have constituted the guidelines for identifying 
discourses and themes within this paper. 
We will argue that the answer is to be found in the opening quote and in the openly 
anti-Reaganist content of the graphic novel, thus bringing the arguments to a full 
circle. 
A good place to start out is a working definition of the subject matter: comics and 
comic books. 
 
3. Notes on the media and its history 
3.1. What are comics? 
 
In his Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, comic theorist and artist Scott 
McCloud presents comics as a media by drawing a comic book on them. The 
traditional academic world is generally wary of comics, just as cinema was not the 
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critics’ darling art form on its debut days; writing about them in their language is a 
bold move. However, the book places itself on a high level of abstraction. 
Comics are defined by McCloud as “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in 
deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an 
aesthetic response in the viewer” (McCloud, 1993: 9). In his A Complete History of 
American Comic Books, former Marvel Comics publisher Shirrel Rhoades graciously 
answers “Huh?” (Rhoades 2008: 2) and proceeds to give an alternative definition of 
comic book: “Most often a 6 5/8-by-10 3/16-inch stapled magazine that consists of 
thirty-two pages plus cover and contains sequential panels of four-color art and 
written dialogue that tell an original story for entertainment purposes” (Rhoades 
2008: 2). It seems to escape him that McCloud was talking about comics and he 
about comic books. Agreeing that the second definition represents all there is to 
comics seems like saying that literature is made of books: one is the media, the 
channel of communication, and one amounts to the concrete product of that 
specific media. 
In the year of Watchmen’s publication, two more graphic novels revolutioned the 
comic book media and industry. As a matter of fact, none of these comics are 
available today in the format described by Rhoades: they are most normally found in 
the book-sized format of graphic novels, which was popularized by them.  
 
3.2. 1986 in comics 
 
1986 was a fruitful year for those comic book readers who did not content 
themselves with mere pulp. The first volume of Art Spiegelmann’s Maus: A 
Survivor’s Tale was published. Its gritty story of a Jewish family’s attempt at survival 
during the Holocaust and the depiction of characters in the shape of different 
animals (hence the title Mice), seem to form an unlikely match of the political and 
9 
 
the fantastic. However, Maus redefined the boundaries of what could be 
represented in comics. It gathered prestigious prizes in the comic book circuit, and 
the Pulitzer Prize board, which found it “hard to classify”(www.query.nytimes.com) 
into the categories awarded, cut the knot by giving it a Special Prize. 
Two more comics made history that year. Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns has 
one of the characters from the mammoth publishing house DC Comics, Batman, 
engage with new enemies. On the personal side, he faces old age approaching, and 
on the public side, he has to deal with the government, all too eager to 
instrumentalize his crime-fighting stunts and then turn on him soon after. On the 
background looms a pitiless contemporary world, where the incessant news 
coverage has a firm hold of the public opinion. The themes, which included political 
critique of the Reagan administration in the US, raised the bar in regard to what 
readers were usually exposed to. The comic soon turned into a cult classic. 
In the months immediately following this release, the run of Alan Moore’s 
Watchmen started. Illustrated by penciller Dave Gibbons, Watchmen contributed to 
the sweeping change that the comic industry was about to experience, ushering it 
into a new age. Comics were coming closer to what was arguably a dream of their 
artists since their conception as a product for mass consumption: artistic 
recognition. 
 
3.3. A new age? 
 
When we say that Watchmen opened up a new era for comics, that is to be 
intended in quite a literal way. Comic book experts classify comics as chronologically 
belonging to ages. The lines separating them, are, however, blurry. Rhoades 
presents an extensive amount of information on the matter. The pop-ups appearing 
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in the book and the colloquial tone of his work never let us forget that literature on 
comic books sells better if it is understandable, and even enjoyable, by children. The 
schematizations of comic book eras, then, are easy to consult: 
 
TIME PERIOD COMICS AGE 
1897-1937 Platinum or Pre-Golden Age 
1938-55 Golden Age 
1956-72 Silver Age 
1973-85 Bronze Age 
1986-present Modern Age (also called the Plastic, Tin, or Iron Age) 
(Rhoades, 2008: 6) 
 
It is worth noting for later discussion that another classification, by reference 
magazine Overstreet Comic Book Guide, posits a different subdivision, and in the 
years 1946-56 appears an “Atom Age” (Rhoades, 2008: 6). It is also worth noting 
that the most widespread tables all agree that 1986 was a year where a new age 
started; some call it “the Dark Age”, referring to the noticeably murkier themes and 
settings appearing after the aforementioned three works hit the market. 
Most of these ages are set by superhero concepts appearing or experiencing radical 
changes. 1938 was the year Superman first made it on Action Comics; in 1956 a new 
version of the Flash appears; in 1973 Spiderman’s love Gwen Stacy dies. Many, 
Rhodes among them, argue that Watchmen catapulted comics into the Modern or 
Dark Age. This is time, then, to try to answer the question: how is Watchmen a 
commentary on superhero literature? 
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4. Literary analysis 
4.1. The discourse of superheroes: from Superman to Miracleman 
It is easy to spot how two out of three defining graphic novels of 1986 are rooted in 
a genre of enduring popularity with the American public: that of superhero comics. 
To fully appreciate the extent of Alan Moore’s experimentation in Watchmen, it can 
be useful to trace a brief history of the superhero genre. The apparition of 
Superman in 1938 is the obvious starting point for trying to define what constitutes 
this separate genre of narratives in the comic media. 
As mythology goes, a toddler from the dying planet Krypton is placed in a rocket 
capsule and sent to Earth. Here, he is found and adopted by a childless couple of 
farmers. Young Clark Kent grows up to discover his superpowers and moves to 
Metropolis, where he finds a job at a major newspaper and starts protecting the 
innocents under the secret identity of Superman. However, this prevents him from 
entering a romantic relationship with colleague Lois Lane, who is unaware of his 
identity. Besides the fights with the supervillains, this ends up being the major 
conflict of the series. 
We have introduced Richard Reynolds in the methodology section. As mentioned 
before, he uses Lévi-Strauss’ structuralist analysis of patterns in mythology to isolate 
the motifs that will become the foundation of all traditional superhero characters. 
His goal is to produce a definition of the genre, and here are the characteristics that 
he traces as common to all traditional superheroes: 
 
1. “LOST PARENTS. The hero is marked out from society. He often reaches 
maturity without having a relationship with his parents. 
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2. THE MAN-GOD. At least some of the superheroes will be like earthbound gods 
in their level of powers. Other superheroes of lesser powers will consort easily 
with these earthbound deities. 
3. JUSTICE. The hero’s devotion to justice overrides even his devotion to the law. 
4. THE NORMAL AND THE SUPERPOWERED. The extraordinary nature of the 
superhero will be contrasted with the ordinariness of his surroundings. 
5. THE SECRET IDENTITY. Likewise, the extraordinary nature of the hero will be 
contrasted with the mundane nature of his alter-ego. Certain taboos will 
govern the actions of these alter-egos. 
6. SUPERPOWERS AND POLITICS. Although ultimately above the law, 
superheroes can be capable of considerable patriotism and moral loyalty to 
the state, though not necessarily to the letter of its laws. 
7. SCIENCE AS MAGIC. The stories are mythical and use science and magic 
indiscriminately to create a sense of wonder.” 
(Reynolds 1992: 16) 
By turning around some of these points, Reynolds continues, we can define the 
nemesis of the superhero: the supervillain. 
Ideal descendants of Superman, such as Batman and Spiderman, confirm the validity 
of this checklist, which points are solidly embedded in their biographies and modi 
operandi. 
In the case of a character like Batman, this is hardly a coincidence. In his Comic 
Books: How the Industry Works, Rhoades reports how “in early 1939, the success of 
Superman in Action Comics prompted editors at National Publications (today’s DC) 
to request more superheroes for their comics. In response, Bob Kane created a 
character he called ‘the Bat-Man’” (Rhoades 2008: 76). Batman is certainly more 
human than his messianic counterpart Superman: he is earth-born and lives in a 
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darker world, mainly inspired by pulp stories and film noir. Unable to rely on god-
like superpowers, Batman spends his time training and honing his detective skills. 
However, in some ways he is just as aloof as Superman. Batman’s alter ego is multi-
millionaire playboy Bruce Wayne; this costumed crimefighter boasts an enormous 
supply of gadgets and weaponry simply because he can afford them. He enjoys an 
expensive everyday at Wayne Manor, serviced and revered by butler Alfred. Daily 
life is not the site of conflict for the first generation of superheroes. 
As for Spiderman, the situation is different: created in 1962 by today’s Marvel 
Comics, he is a Silver Age character and, therefore, a radical departure from the 
classic Golden Age superheroes. His creator Stan Lee marked a revolution in comic 
books writing: his heroes had, finally, to face the problem of paying the bills. Realism 
becomes a key term in superhero narratives. Nerdy suburban kid Peter Parker might 
be endowed with superpowers, but he still needs to show up at work after nights of 
chasing criminals and to keep his Aunt May and love interests happy despite his 
disappearances in topic moments. 
On an interview on BBC Radio 4, Alan Moore gave a tongue-in-cheek commentary 
on how he “actually did think for a long while that having a bad leg was an actual 
character trait” and “realized the limitations of the superhero genre from an early 
age” (Chain Reaction, 27/01/2005). In fact, he will attempt the breakdown of 
superhero conventions for the first time in 1982 with the British superhero 
Miracleman (which original name would be Marvelman). Resuscitating from limbo a 
minor, generic Marvel Comics character, Moore turns his story into one of politics 
and deceit. The tales of heroism contained by the old run of the comic are 
discovered to be fake memories, and Miracleman to be a cold-war experiment 
controlled by the government, the none too subtly named Project Zarathustra. 
Miracleman then proceeds to create an utopistic society by using his superpowers 
to peacefully remove all that he perceives as an obstacle to human freedom. As 
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noted by Sean Carney in his article  The Tides of History: Alan Moore’s 
Historiographic Vision (Carney, 2006, www.english.ufl.edu/imagetext), both here 
and in V for Vendetta (1982), not a superhero novel in a strict sense but certainly a 
political one, Alan Moore is criticizing the authoritarian atmosphere created by 
Margaret Thatcher’s rule. In this period, Moore was obviously concerned about how 
to redefine the superhero genre from within.  
In order to work on a clean slate, he appropriated some superheroes from Charlton 
Comics, a line DC owned the rights to, but which was out of publication. He found 
that the characters could be elaborated in a satisfactory way and formed the 
vigilante group for the initial concept of Watchmen. In the end, however, permission 
to use them was denied. The publishers esteemed that one day they could be 
brought out on the market again as series. That conflicted with Moore, who wanted 
total freedom over what to do with his characters; if some of them had to die for 
the story to be told, so be it. Thus, Moore got even more freedom than he had tried 
for: he was allowed to design his characters completely from scratch. 
Not having to conform to a coherent continuity, these new characters constitute a 
breakout from their antecedents. The discourse surrounding superheroes changed 
since the Golden Age, and put more and more in evidence the human side of these 
figures. All but one of the main characters in Watchmen are not even actually 
superpowered. Watchmen’s main departure from tradition is, then, that its 
superheroes are not actual superheroes. 
Moreover, the costumed protectors of America are shown to be not only weak, but 
also complex, flawed, and sometimes even deliberately evil. The heroic acts of 
Superman and Captain America, who during the war were depicted fighting the 
Nazis, are replaced by the Comedian’s mindless murders in Vietnam. But why is the 
trust in these mythological figures slowly receding?  
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4.2. Superheroes vs. the Watchmen 
 
If we take a look at the characters that populate Watchmen, it seems that what 
interested Moore was to subvert the conventions of the genre, starting from those 
which most deeply defined it.  
Reynolds writes: “Moore and Gibbons have produced a text which transcends the 
accumulated myths through which superhero texts are read – they have, so to 
speak, stretched the boundaries of the genre. (Nevertheless, Watchmen does 
conform to all seven definitions of the superhero story set out in chapter one).” 
(Reynolds, 1992: 117). However, Reynolds does not elaborate on this, and fails to 
motivate his observation. In fact, many reasons emerge to disagree with him in a 
radical fashion. 
Many of the characters in Watchmen are experiencing an identity crisis, as people 
and as superheroes. Dr. Manhattan experiences it after receiving his powers and 
turning into a superhuman being, and the rest of the group after the act that 
outlawed their vigilante stunts, and then as they reprise their activities. Coping with 
change of status is a major issue for the characters. The thesis here is that each one 
of them does it in a different way, and that each response represents a commentary 
on a specific aspect of superhero literature. 
This will, therefore, be a departure from Reynolds’ interpretation. Using Reynolds’ 
own analysis as a checklist, we can easily trace many ways in which most of the 
characters that populate Watchmen are different from their predecessors. In this 
analysis are included only the characters who do not have superhuman powers, 
which we will call vigilantes from now on. Dr. Manhattan represents a different 
archetype, and is therefore to be analyzed separately. 
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1. LOST PARENTS. All vigilantes in Watchmen are common human beings. If 
some of them are unfit for society, it is only because of their psychological 
shortcomings (Rorschach, Mothman). If they do not enjoy a functioning 
relationship with their parents, it is not because of a mythical status of 
foundlings or orphans, but because of realistic, psychologically complex 
biographies (Rorschach, Silk Spectre).  
2. THE MAN-GOD. The vigilantes are completely set apart from Dr. Manhattan, 
which powers are unlimited; he thinks of them as “middle-aged men who like 
to dress up” (Moore and Gibbons, 1986, #4: 14). The women that try to 
consort with Dr. Manhattan (scientist Janey Slater and vigilante Silk Spectre) 
end up leaving him, vexed by his inability to connect. 
3. JUSTICE. The vigilantes are employed by the government in the Vietnam War 
(the Comedian) and to sedate the Civil Rights Movement riots (Nite Owl, Silk 
Spectre, Rorschach); in both cases, they commit violent acts against unarmed 
civilians. Some are even first created and then employed by private agencies, 
such as banks, to defend them (Dollar Bill). Those who do not go public after 
the law forbidding unregistered vigilante activity, and therefore submit to the 
law, lay off their activities (Nite Owl, Ozymandias, Silk Spectre). Therefore, 
their devotion to the law can be said to go deeper than their devotion to 
justice. The one exception is Rorschach: he is not subverting this point and on 
him hinges therefore the moral dilemma of the novel. 
4. THE NORMAL AND THE SUPERPOWERED. As a further development to point 2, 
the vigilantes are mostly white, heterosexual, upper-middle class people (the 
Comedian, Captain Metropolis, Nite Owl, Ozymandias, Silk Spectre). To 
reinforce this notion,  a lesbian heroine (the Silhouette) is expelled from the 
group as soon as her orientation is made public. Moore counterpoints the 
vigilantes with a variety of people who gather daily around a newspaper 
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stand. These supporting characters all belong to weak or discriminated strata 
of the population (the elderly newsstand vendor, the black kid and couple, the 
lesbian couple) and are living difficult, conflicted lives. While they could be 
said to be the common people, their conditions are extraordinary when 
compared to the vigilantes’. 
5. THE SECRET IDENTITY. Again, vigilantes are not extraordinary. Their secret 
identities, if anything, contrast their daily social roles in that they seem to be 
an outlet for their rages and frustrations. As discussed in point 3, this power 
trip can result in different levels of loss of morality (the Comedian, 
Ozymandias, Rorschach). When the vigilantes wear a mask, they are stripped 
of their taboos concerning sex and violence (the Comedian, Nite Owl, 
Rorschach), and delve to the fullest into the less explored sides of their own 
personality. 
6. SUPERPOWERS AND POLITICS. Consequently to point 5, vigilantes go way 
beyond being capable of patriotism: they express extreme right-wing 
reactionary tendencies (Rorschach) or even open sympathy for the Ku Klux 
Klan (Hooded Justice), or they enjoy carrying out pointless tasks of mass 
destruction in the name of their government (the Comedian). 
7. SCIENCE AS MAGIC. Dr. Manhattan, a godlike being, has appeared on earth 
because of an accident occurred in an atomic research facility: now things are 
way beyond human control. Utopian fiction uses science and/or magic to 
create awe; dystopian fiction, the genre Watchmen belongs to, uses it to 
create anxiety and dread. 
 
The two main concepts that result from the analysis are that vigilantes are, in truth, 
ordinary people dealing with deep psychological issues, and that they lack a built-in 
moral sense. 
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A superhero without superpowers is just a costumed man. The twist here, then, is 
that superheroes and common human beings are actually the same thing. However, 
the characters do deal with the conventions of the genre. Each of them represents a 
distorted version of some specific aspects of traditional superheroes. Reynolds 
analyzes the connection to the superheroistic tradition of some of the characters 
belonging to the main group: “While the Comedian is in part a satirical reworking of 
the state-sponsored, nationalistic breed of superhero most notably exemplified by 
Captain America or Nick Fury, Rorschach is a version of the night-shrouded hero 
embodied by characters from Batman through Daredevil to the Question and the 
Punisher.” (Reynolds, 1992: 107). “Nite Owl  [...] is a rather sleazy descendant of the 
Clark Kent dynasty. But Nite Owl’s modus operandi, his totemic relationship with a 
flying creature of the night, his lack of superpowers and reliance on fitness and 
gadgetry – all these suggest an affiliation with and a reference to [...] the Batman”. 
(Reynolds, 1992: 32). If we agree with Reynolds’ analysis, and then move on and put 
into focus the characters he didn’t discuss, we will realize that each of them also 
comes from a recognizable tradition. Ozymandias is a sort of über-superhero, as 
close to mental and physical perfection as a human being can be, and derives 
straight from his original Charlton counterpart Thunderbolt. His braininess is a 
characteristic he shares with more supervillains than superheroes and is a 
foreshadowing of his role in the story. After all, ever since Lex Luthor’s appearance 
as Superman’s opponent in 1940, it takes brains to craft evil plans. 
Silk Spectre finds herself in a rather peculiar situation. The female character of the 
group does not relate directly to any superheroine for a very simple reason: all 
superpowered female characters in classic comics are very much alike. 
Superheroines do not represent one special facet of femininity; rather, as Reynolds 
states in a chapter more properly dedicated to this archetype, “the costumed 
heroine may be frankly the object of sexual attraction” (Reynolds, 1992: 37). Silk 
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Spectre’s mother was a costumed heroine, the original Silk Spectre, and was proud 
of her role as a sex symbol. We can see the relation of Silk Spectre to previous 
superhero narratives in the relationship she has with her mother: she does not 
desire to be a costumed crimefighter and thinks the sexual connotations of it 
disgusting. The costume does not empower her, it strips her of her identity. Silk 
Spectre is struggling to break free from a tradition that never gave her a model with 
which she could identify. 
All of these characters, then, descend from a tradition of prototypes and then break 
the rules that constricted them. But in order to draw our conclusions to the analysis 
of the characters it is necessary to look at the last main character in the graphic 
novel. Dr. Manhattan is the only protagonist to possess superhuman powers, and 
the most interesting to our ends because he represents a perspective on an aspect 
of the real world: science. 
 
4.3. The discourse of science: radiations and the modern superhero 
 
One of many innovations proposed by Watchmen in its original 12-month run was to 
substitute the readers’ mail pages, which were customary in comic books, with 
original text. Also written by Moore, it would include excerpts from fictional books, 
newspapers, police files and a variety of material. The original pieces had the 
purpose of offering a different, deeper perspective on the characters, their 
personality and their story. Building three-dimensional characters was certainly a 
concern of Moore’s, as made clear from the fact that half of the issues were plot-
driven, and half of them dedicated to character exploration. #4, titled Watchmaker, 
is the one dedicated to rounding out the figure of Dr. Manhattan. The text that can 
be more helpful for introducing the character can be found in the text-only section 
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of this issue. It allegedly comes from the book Dr. Manhattan: Super-powers and the 
Superpowers, and consists of a brief creation story: 
 
“In 1959, in an accident that was certainly unplanned and just as certainly 
unrepeatable, a young American man was completely disintegrated, at least in a 
physical sense. Despite the absence of a body, a form of electromagnetic pattern 
resembling consciousness survived, and was able, in time, to rebuild an 
approximation of the body it had lost. 
Perhaps in the process of reconstructing its corporeal form, this new and wholly 
original entity achieved a complete mastery of all matter; able to shape reality by 
the manipulation of its basic building blocks.” (Moore and Gibbons, #4, 1986: I-II.) 
 
Jon Osterman, a Ph.D. in atomic physics, is accidentally exposed to radiations, thus 
gaining incredible powers that render him superhuman. Any comic book reader has 
heard this one before. 
1960: an experimental rocket launches accidentally with scientist Allen Adam still 
inside; he reconstitutes his own body and becomes Captain Atom. 1961: during a 
test flight on a rocket ship, the passengers, among which scientific genius Reed 
Richards, are irradiated with gamma rays and become the Fantastic Four. 1962: a 
radioactive spider bites young science wiz Peter Parker and turns him into 
Spiderman. In the same year, physicist Bruce Banner also gets the gamma ray 
treatment and transforms into the Hulk. Both will originate spin-offs with similar 
origin stories, such as Spider-Woman and She-Hulk. 1964: Matt Murdock is blinded 
by a mysterious radioactive substance which also enhances his other senses and 
becomes Daredevil (a minor variation is provided by the fact that as an adult, he will 
become a lawyer, not a scientist). 
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A long line of characters have been turned into superhuman beings by the 
uncontrollability of science, and have since dedicated their lives to fighting evil. 
Some, though, find the situation far from glorious. In Faster Than a Speeding Bullet: 
The Rise of the Graphic Novel, Stephen Weiner, who dedicated several books to 
guide new readers into the world of comics, characterizes the Thing as “a man 
forever trapped in a freakish body. This character was the first tragic superhero in 
comics” (Weiner 2003: 10). Such characters stem from Stan Lee’s school of realism: 
what kind of human being, if turned into a giant of stone, would be glad for the 
power he can wield and not horrified over the creature he has become? 
It is worth noting that freak accidents such as these were unheard of at the 
beginning of the superhero genre. During the Golden Age a rocket saved Superman 
from the destruction of his native planet, scientific methods and hi-tech equipment 
created Batman and a successful experiment turned a regular US Army soldier into 
Captain America. Comic book writer and editor Danny Fingeroth elaborates on the 
scientific optimism pervading these years in his Disguised as Clark Kent: Jews, 
Comics, and the Creation of the Superhero. Despite concentrating on the Jewish 
question within comics, the book offers various insights regarding some themes and 
concerns of comics, including the discourse of science. “Science fiction was about a 
man’s potential becoming realized [...] the world is full of evil, but science will show 
us the way to good. Superman, a refugee from a doomed advanced scientific race, 
will show us the ethical manner in which we must comport ourselves in the world” 
(Fingeroth, 2007: 37-38). In other words, Golden Age writers believed that science 
would show human beings the way to Utopia. We have seen, however, that 
Watchmen is a work of dystopic, and not utopic, fiction. Already in the Silver Age, 
faith into the ability of human beings to create a better world through science 
started to wane. The updated message seems to be that science is a potentially 
benevolent force, but it is hard to bend it to human will; it is always possible that it 
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will revolt and catapult human beings into unimaginable trouble. A question for 
further discussion will then be: why has the perception of science changed so 
dramatically between these two periods? 
 
4.4. Superheroes vs. Dr. Manhattan 
 
In order to find an answer, let us proceed as we have done earlier. We can take a 
look for the last time at Reynolds’ list and apply it to the character of Dr. Manhattan. 
An attempt at analysis gives these results: 
 
1. LOST PARENTS. Dr. Manhattan’s father believes his son is dead because he 
has never been contacted after the accident. When Dr. Manhattan’s father 
dies, the son does not show any empathy. It is not the father who has 
forsaken the son, but the other way around. 
2. THE MAN-GOD. The nature of Dr. Manhattan’s superpowers is different from 
any other traditional superhero’s. Some of them seem to be the same; his 
powers over matter make him able to create new substances as well as 
disassemble weapons, he can resize and reshape his body. However, his 
experience of time and space is naturally different than that of human beings: 
“There is no future. There is no past. [...] Time is simultaneous, an intricately 
structured jewel that humans insist on viewing one edge at a time, when the 
whole design is visible in every facet” (Moore and Gibbons, #9, 1987: 6). In 
the same way, he can make himself ubiquitous and attend to different 
matters at the same time. He does not split himself: he fully inhabits all of the 
moments in space of time he is present to. Furthermore, he does not age. 
These are attributes that imply a different condition than the human one: 
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after the hiatus on Mars, he will leave Earth to become a creator of worlds. He 
is not a common human being; he is not a superhero either. 
3. JUSTICE. Dr. Manhattan is directly at the orders of the Pentagon. In the Sixties, 
he and battles crime, fights in Vietnam and sedates riots along with the other 
main characters. However, he is just obeying orders and does not feel any 
moral obligation to do so. Furthermore, he is aware of committing immoral 
acts, but he does not refrain from doing so. His perception is that everything 
is happening at the same time, therefore his actions have, in a way, already 
happened. This form of preordination or destiny might not conform to morals, 
but that is the way things happen. 
4. THE NORMAL AND THE SUPERPOWERED. As an extension of point 2, Dr. 
Manhattan serves as a counterpoint to the vigilantes. They are indeed 
ordinary beings, compared to him. 
5. THE SECRET IDENTITY. Dr. Manhattan does not even have a secret identity; he 
just abandons his previous one, out of what seems to be a lack of connection 
to it. It is the government who requires him to wear a costume, which he will 
gradually shed, not seeing the need for it. It is also the government who 
chooses the name Dr. Manhattan, with an obvious connection to the 
Manhattan Project. This is admittedly done to make clear to the enemies of 
the US the power he wields. 
6. SUPERPOWERS AND POLITICS. As stated in points 3 and 5, Dr. Manhattan 
does not have any political beliefs: he is simply an instrument, which the state 
uses to achieve otherwise impossible ends. He is, though, endowed of a most 
important role. He could “at any time destroy large areas of Soviet territory 
instantly”, and “were a full-scale nuclear assault to be launched upon America 
[...] Dr. Manhattan would be able to deflect at least sixty percent of all 
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incoming missiles” (Moore and Gibbons, #4, 1986: II); he is, therefore, the 
main deterrent the US have against nuclear war. 
7. SCIENCE AS MAGIC. “The safety of a whole world rests in the hands of a being 
far beyond what we understand to be human” (Moore and Gibbons, #4, 1986: 
III). As discussed by the previous analysis, this is not a very comforting 
perspective. 
 
The two main themes that can be traced in Dr. Manhattan’s analysis are his 
proximity to godliness and his being used as a political tool. 
After the accident, Dr. Manhattan becomes a divine being, and Moore’s 
interpretation of this defies traditional superhero narratives. As opposed to Golden 
Age heroes like Superman, who constantly save innocent citizens from horrible 
fates, Dr. Manhattan is uninterested in human beings. He consciously commits 
cruelties in Vietnam, and leaves Earth even though he knows this could trigger a 
nuclear war. In both cases, he shows indifference for human life. We have, again, a 
superhero that is not a superhero, or rather is a superhero enlarged to its extreme 
limit. He is a god, and as such unconcerned with the lives of the beings beyond him. 
This literary analysis of the main characters was needed to prove the innovations 
Watchmen brought to the genre. The conventions are shattered, and from their 
different fragments arise the different voices of the characters of the graphic novel. 
Each character reinterprets the figure of the superhero through the different 
aspects which traditionally compose it. An example of this is that each of them has a 
different take on morality. These contrasts do not, however, mean that Moore 
challenges the foundations of the superhero in a merely structuralist, binary fashion. 
As Reynolds states, that is the way supervillains are created, and supervillains often 
end up not having more motivations for taking over the world than superheroes 
have to defend it. What Moore has done is to create a poststructuralist or 
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postmodern superhero narrative:  the different aspects create a view on a topic that 
is the sum of its interpretations. This is how Watchmen comments on superhero 
literature. 
But what, then, of the political aspect that also constitutes the second distinctive 
trait of Dr. Manhattan? That seems to reside not in what he does, but in what he is. 
Let us make use of Moore’s own words again, from the fictional Dr. Manhattan: 
Super-powers and the Superpowers: 
 
“Dr. Manhattan would be able to deflect or disarm at least sixty percent of all 
incoming missiles before they had reached their target. Against odds like that, it is 
argued, Russia would never risk instigating a full-scale global conflict. Since it is not 
in America’s interests to promote such a conflict, does that mean that global peace 
is once and finally assured? No. It does not. [...] The suggestions that the presence of 
a superhuman has inclined the world more towards peace is repudiated by the 
sharp increase in both Russian and American nuclear stockpiles since the advent of 
Dr. Manhattan. Infinite destruction divided by two or twenty is still infinite 
destruction. If threatened with eventual domination, would the Russian pursue this 
unquestionably suicidal course? Yes.” 
(Moore and Gibbons, #4, 1986: III) 
 
It is now fairly easy to guess what Dr. Manhattan really is about. He is an allegorical 
figure meant to stand for something else, and that something is the answer to the 
additional questions that have been posed in the last chapters. What is the reason 
why the glorious and brave American superhero evolved into a dark, almost 
psychotic figure? And what happened to make people lose their trust in science? 
Finally, then, what is Dr. Manhattan? 
These three questions have the same answer: the Bomb. 
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5. Cultural perspectives  
5.1. The Atom Age 
“By dropping atomic bombs to force a Japanese surrender in 1945, the government 
of the United States brought the American people on the brink of a moral crisis [...] 
Since culture functions to systemize values [...] normalization of the abnormal is an 
inevitable consequence, whether the abnormality in question is a talking mouse, a 
strange visitor from another planet, or an atomic bomb. In the case of the Bomb (as 
it came to be known), Americans had an instant star for their various media; and, 
early on, the process of normalization began.” 
Savage Jr., William (1990). Cowboys, Commies and Jungle Queens: Comic Books and 
America, 1945-1954: 14-15. 
 
American superheroes had fought in World War II from the pages of their comics. 
Among others, history professor William Savage Jr. accounts for this phenomenon in 
his Cowboys, Commies and Jungle Queens: Comic Books and America, 1945-1954 
The book traces the worldview offered by comics to the American public, from the 
Depression to the Communist scare. Focusing on the immediate post-war era and 
on what our sources give as “the Atom Age of comics” (Rhoades, 2008: 6), the book 
does, however, address the factors that brought about the cultural climate of those 
years. Its historical approach, mixed with the techniques of cultural studies, has 
been one of the main inspirations for this chapter. This account of comic books 
content during World War II can be useful to introduce this section. 
Famously, an early Captain America cover depicts the hero punching Hitler in the 
face, and the Japanese appear in comics now and again as unflattering caricatures of 
themselves. From a cultural point of view, it was easy and uncontroversial to deal 
with the Nazi menace. All that the average American needed to know and agree 
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with was that Hitler was a maniac whose plan was to take over the world and 
cleanse it from unwanted populations. The connotations of this enemy were those 
of pure evil, and it was necessary to fight against it so that good would prevail. In a 
similar way, Hitler’s Japanese allies must, without question, be overcome. They had 
attacked Pearl Harbor before issuing a declaration of war, and must be punished. 
However, dropping H-bombs on the civilian population of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
could not be justified easily. Here comes in the moral crisis debated in the quote. 
Superhero comics were born in the United States, with Superman, in 1939. All the 
superheroes which exploits have marked the passing of the early Ages of Comic 
Books, reported in the dedicated section, were created in the United States. “Ever 
since the debut of Superman”, Rhoades says in Comic Books: How the Industry 
Works, “the superheroes genre of fiction has dominated American comic books” 
(Rhoades, 2008: 53). If we remember Reynolds’ suggestion that superheroes are 
actually modern mythological figures, it should not be too much of a long shot to say 
that they must constitute a form of mythology of the culture that created them. 
 
5.2. The Bomb and the collective unconscious 
 
“[By using the Bomb] America, formerly righteous (and frequently self-righteous), 
had abdicated its position of moral leadership by employing the tactics of its 
enemies, namely the mass obliteration bombing of civilian populations. It had 
lowered itself to the level of the worst enemies of mankind as revealed by the 
bloody page of history. Never mind that it had been a just war against the 
perpetrators of the Holocaust and other heinous crimes. What seemed to count at 
the end was that American scientists had developed the most horrible weapon 
anybody had ever seen, and that the United States had used it, not once but twice.” 
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(Savage Jr., 1990: 14) 
 
We have discussed Superman’s origin story in both the generic superhero origin 
section and the section dealing with scientific discourse. It can be resumed as: come 
to Earth in circumstances reminding of Biblical foundlings, a being from an alien 
planet where scientific progress has gotten much further than on Earth teaches 
human beings how to be just. Now, let us compare this with a quote from John 
Shelton Lawrence and Robert Jewett’s The Myth of the American Superhero. A 
philosophy professor and a theologist, Lawrence and Jewett note how the American 
subconscious has always been a fertile ground for heroes, from John Wayne to 
Rambo. The themes are relevant to this analysis not only because they treat the 
hero, and therefore the superhero, but because they look for the mythological 
foundations of such figures, accepting therefore Reynolds’ premises. In a paragraph 
regarding the myth of Eden and the US, they state: “The belief in America’s 
millennial destiny, optimism about human progress, and an increasing hope in the 
perfectibility of man contributed to the idea of America as ‘The Garden of the 
World’.” (Lawrence and Jewett, 2002: 22). The concepts sound remarkably similar, 
and hint at an underlying myth of America as the chosen nation, home of the good 
and right. Superman is a character which ethics are completely agreeable, and the 
mythological figure worshipped by a nation comparable to Eden: a land with no 
moral flaws.  
Furthermore, they state that the myth of the superhero “betrays an aim to deny the 
tragic complexities of human life. It forgets that every gain entails a loss, that 
extraordinary benefits exact requisite costs, and that injury is usually proportional to 
the amount of violence employed” (Lawrence and Jewett, 2002: 47). If we accept 
Savage’s hypothesis that the Bomb drastically challenged the perception of good 
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and evil that the average American might have, then it was only a matter of time 
before flawed heroes started to appear. The post-war years saw an increase in self-
censorship in the comic book media, because of Frederic Wertham’s anti-comics 
crusade book Seduction of the Innocent and its consequences. This crisis was, 
therefore, not explored further until much later. However, the propagandistic, 
patriotic flavor of superhero comics must eventually start to make room for more 
complex themes. Watchmen is, obviously, one of the products of this newfound 
critical vein. 
Let us try to explicitly answer the question we encountered during the analysis: why 
did superheroes turn into flawed characters? The answer can, then, be: because 
after the moral crisis triggered by the use of atomic weapons, America did not 
perceive its heroes as flawless anymore. The boys who protected America, the 
soldiers, the superheroes, were not as infallibly moral as they used to be before two 
of them killed millions of people in Japan by simply pressing a button. And if they 
did, it was because they had received authorization from the high spheres of the 
government, the elected representatives of the nation. Unsurprisingly, the years of 
the Cold War would see a great deal of questioning of the morals of American 
action; an obvious example is popular contestation during the Korean and Vietnam 
wars. 
Superheroes, then, stopped saving people and started to experience self-doubt, in 
some cases turning to the dark side; such is the destiny of the vigilantes in 
Watchmen. This parallels the way science lost its status as the device which would 
save the world and pull it forward into the future. As we have discussed, the role of 
science in comic books changed from benign to dangerous, the vision of the 
American future in comic books from utopian to dystopian. Moore himself 
comments that Watchmen picks up “where Orwell left off” (Moore, 1988: postscript 
to the Absolute edition of Watchmen, no page number). What happened, then, 
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between Superman and Spiderman, between between 1938 and 1962 to change the 
perception of science? 
It is now quite easy to argue that since science had, with the Bomb, been used in a 
way that was both terrifying and arguably evil, people had grown disillusioned with 
it. Science would not only build the crystal skyscrapers of Krypton; science could kill 
people in a very real way, and that is precisely what happens at the end of 
Watchmen. 
In order to force cooperation between the US and USSR, Ozymandias causes an 
event of cataclysmic proportions with the aid of a scientifically engineered secret 
weapon, and ultimately succeeds. The conclusion Moore gives to the story, though, 
seems to undermine this success, leaving the door open for uncertainty. Similarly, 
we can imagine the doubt America must have experienced after using the Bomb. 
To go back to Lawrence and Jewett, in this case too we can say that real world 
developments contradicted the myth of America as the “Garden of the World”, and 
made people think about the costs science entailed. Science, in the form of the 
Bomb, was not used to fulfill America’s destiny as leading nation, or to move 
towards progress, nor to ethical ends. The two pilots flying over Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki would not have been able to kill millions of people, had American scientists 
not built such a terrible weapon. In order to represent reality without disavowing 
some of it, then, a higher degree of complexity must be employed. Saying that 
science is good is simplistic and does not represent reality. In Watchmen science is, 
therefore, not necessarily positive, and even when used to solve world situations in 
a similar way the Bomb was, its success is only apparent. Watchmen is, then, built 
on the ruins of an American dream of justice and advancement that collapsed with 
the Manhattan Project.  
It is not a coincidence, then, that Moore names his only superhuman character after 
the Manhattan Project. If any doubts about the intentionality of the choice should 
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be advanced, the original Silk Spectre states it bluntly in #2. To her daughter’s 
protest of “Jon is not an H-bomb!”, she answers “The only difference is that they 
didn’t have to get the H-bomb laid once in a while” (Moore, 1986: 8). The name is 
chosen by the government “for the ominous associations it will raise in America’s 
enemies” (Moore and Gibbons, #4, 1986: 12). In his moniker, we have, then, a plain 
connection of his powers to those of the Bomb. The link is reiterated during issue 
#4, Watchmaker. The stopped watch on the cover of an issue of Time 
commemorating Hiroshima Week becomes a recurring motif, and it is because of a 
stopped watch that scientist Jon Osterman undergoes the accident that turns him 
into Dr. Manhattan. But there’s more to it. 
The accident turns him into a superhuman being; in the fictional Dr. Manhattan: 
Super-powers and the Superpowers, Moore states: “God exists, and he is American”. 
In Savage Jr.’s analysis of the American myth of the Bomb, we find the line: “The 
Bomb was clear evidence that God was on our side: His gift of the Bomb ranked 
right up there with the one involving His only begotten Son” (Savage Jr., 1990: 15). 
The two concepts are definitely similar. 
It is safe to say, then, that Dr. Manhattan is an allegory of the Bomb. The dominating 
discourse on the Bomb wanted it to be a positive factor, a technological ally on the 
side of the US: “We would survive because it was our Bomb, and, no matter what, it 
was friendly. Here was an indication of deep and abiding faith in American science 
and technology” (Savage Jr., 1990: 22). But, as we have seen during our literary 
analysis, the faith in science eventually waned; Watchmen does not conform itself 
with the dominant discourse on science. Yet, even though Moore’s work is evidently 
dystopian, it does not offer a view of science that is negative per se. 
The facts as presented in the comic amount to this: the government gives orders to 
Dr. Manhattan, and Ozymandias uses the talents of valid scientists to create a 
weapon. Dr. Manhattan does not take any pleasure in destruction, and Ozymandias’ 
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monstrous creation has been made to self-destruct the moment it will reach its 
target. None of the two has actually made a decision to inflict pain on human 
beings. They are just doing what their masters want them to. Other characters take 
ethical stances about their actions. The sadistic cruelty of the Comedian in Vietnam 
is remarked in several occasions, Nite Owl voices his discontent over sedating 
civilian riots. Dr. Manhattan does not decide what his stance should be. The 
motivation in the comic is that, according to his perception of time, there is no point 
in taking one: things will unfold as they have to. The reason, however, why he is 
depicted as not taking an ethical stance is to be found in what he actually 
represents. 
The Bomb did not decide to fall on Japan by itself: the high spheres decided that it 
should be used, the army provided to its placement. Moore deconstructs the 
discourse of a good or evil science by answering that none of the extremes are, in 
fact, real. It is human beings who are the agents, and decide what kind of use should 
be made of their own technological progresses. Therefore, they are responsible for 
their actions. 
There is obviously a great deal of criticism of the dominant discourses of the hero 
and of science in Watchmen, and they meet in the character of Dr. Manhattan. By 
undermining such discourses, which usually have the role of positive myths in 
American imagination, Moore was then trying to unveil the sites of contrasts that 
these discourses contain. But why? 
 
5.3. Anti-Reaganism in Watchmen 
 
“[The title of #3, ‘The Judge of All the Earth’] is from the Bible and it’s from that bit 
in Genesis where God’s going to nuke Sodom and Gomorrah, and one of the 
33 
 
prophets goes out and tries to barter with him and says, ‘If there’s a couple of good 
people there, perhaps you could spare it,’ and God says, ‘Yeah, all right’. So he says, 
‘What if there’s only one good person there? Is it okay?’ and God says, ‘Shall not the 
judge of all the earth do right?’ [...] It fit in very nicely with the story because there’s 
an awful lot of judges of the earth there: the news vendor who is giving his 
judgment of the earth earlier on, the president and the people in the war room at 
the Pentagon who’re obviously judges of the earth in a very real sense, because 
they’re the ones who’re going to decide when to set the nukes flying and there’s Dr. 
Manhattan [because he leaves Earth despite knowing that his presence prevents a 
nuclear war].” 
(Moore, Alan, in Groth, Gary, and Fiore, Robert, 1988. The New Comics: 103) 
 
We have been talking extensively about the allegorical content of Watchmen and 
how it takes a critical standpoint towards at least two underlying myths: the 
superhero and science. We have also connected this to a real event which, our 
thesis is, has prompted the assumption of this standpoint: the usage of the Bomb on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. However, Watchmen has been written in 1986 and 1987, 
not in the immediate post-war years. But then why is deconstruction of these 
myths, including that of the Bomb, relevant? 
Let us, again, take a look at what working questions Fairclough suggests for critical 
discourse analysis: 
 
(1) “Identify the main parts of the world (including areas of social life) which are 
represented – the main ‘themes’. 
(2) Identify the particular perspective or angle or point of view from which they are 
represented.” 
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(Fairclough, 2003: 129) 
 
Let us see what aspects of the real world are portrayed in Watchmen. Among other 
references, we can take a look at a panel where, faced with Civil Rights 
demonstrators some years before what in the real world would be the Reagan era, 
Nite Owl muses: “The country is disintegrating. What happened to America? What’s 
happened to the American dream?” (Moore and Gibbons, 1986, #2: 18). To Nite 
Owl’s remark, the Comedian, the embodiment of violence and conservativism 
throughout the novel, dryly answers: “It came true. You’re looking at it.” (Moore 
and Gibbons, 1986, #2: 18). Then the plot advances, and we find ourselves in the 
eighties. 
Pulitzer prize winner Haynes Johnson writes about the Reagan era in Sleepwalking 
Through History, the title itself a statement. He introduces the book by tracing what 
he calls “the myth of the eighties”, into which Reagan, he maintains, has tapped 
extensively. According to Johnson, the myth was “that the United States of America, 
the greatest power the world has known, economically and militarily, a society 
favored with material riches beyond measure and a political system whose 
freedoms made it the envy of every nation on earth, had fallen into a state of 
disintegration and with Ronald Reagan recaptured what it had lost: optimism; 
strength; enterprise; inventiveness. [...] At the core of American thought lay a 
certainty that what America represented – its values, its moral compass, its larger 
meaning – was right and best” (Johnson, 1991: 13, 31). It is not surprising, then, that 
Moore chooses to deconstruct this binary view: America on top, and the rest of the 
world as the receptacle of its values. 
The first telling fact is that in his dystopian world he trades Reagan for the American 
president who, par excellence, has fallen from grace: Richard Nixon. In Moore’s 
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fiction, Nixon has never been removed from office. The choice of a corrupt president 
to govern over the events in Watchmen reflects a deep moral criticism. 
In the real eighties, the uncertainty experienced by the US led to widespread 
support to Reagan’s aggressive domestic and foreign policies. The Encyclopedia of 
the Reagan-Bush years by associate professor of history Peter B. Levy offers simple 
definitions of the policies known as “Reaganomics” and “Reagan doctrine”. On the 
home front Reagan promoted cutting government expenses and taxes, in the 
process of what became known as “Reaganomics” (Levy, 1996: 304). Some, Johnson 
among them, argue that this only served to widen the gulf between the rich and 
poor. 
In the meantime, Reagan increased military expenses and funded the Strategic 
Defense Initiative, “an antiballistic missile defense system based in outer space. […] 
The Strategic Defense Initiative”, writes Levy, “would defend the United States from 
Soviet intercontinental ballistic missiles” (Levy, 1996: 346). This is exactly what Dr. 
Manhattan is supposed to do in case of a Russian attack. His figure is, once again, a 
symbol of American scientific supremacy in the military field, the upgraded version 
of the Bomb. 
Under “Reagan doctrine”, we can then read: “the United States’ military and foreign 
policy should be determined by national security interests rather than concerns 
about human rights” (Levy, 1996: 303). According to these principles, Reagan kept 
an aggressive foreign line that included funding anticommunist rebels all over the 
world. And aggressive politics are not the best way to keep the peace; but Reagan’s 
goal, not dissimilar to Ozymandias’, was to achieve peace through strength. 
Reagan said in his inaugural address: “The era of self-doubt is over” (Johnson, 1991: 
167). The judges of the earth decide in extremes, but Watchmen is a narrative of 
doubt. Therefore, the Reagan administration is directly criticized by Moore, who 
states about Watchmen: “This is not anti-Americanism. This is anti-Reaganism” 
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(Moore, Alan, in Groth, Gary, and Fiore, Robert, 1988. The New Comics: 100). But in 
what way? How is the content of Watchmen anti-Reaganist? 
We have amply discussed Dr. Manhattan; his perspective of “judge of the world” is 
different from the others because, as we said, he does not take ethical stances. 
However, following the lead offered by Moore’s quote, we might want to take a 
look at the other characters that offer a political perspective. 
We have mentioned only in passing the figure of the newsstand vendor, which 
offers, however, the most blatant commentaries on the political situation of the 
time: 
 
“We oughtta nuke Russia, and let God sort it out. I mean, I see the signs, read the 
headlines, look things inna face [...] I’m a newsvendor, goddamnit! I’m informed on 
the situation! We oughtta nuke ‘em till they glow! [...] ‘Course, that’s just my 
opinion.” 
(Moore and Gibbons, #2, 1986: 1) 
 
These are some of the headlines the vendor has been reading for the duration of the 
graphic novel: 
 
 “Vietnam 51st State” (Moore and Gibbons, 1986, #1 :4) – in this version of the 
world, the US won in Vietnam. The Comedian later remarks: “If we lost this war [...] I 
think it might have driven us a little crazy, y’know? As a country”. (#2: 13) 
“Russia protests US advancing in Afghanistan” (#1: 10) 
“Nuclear Doomsday clock stands at five to twelve, warn experts – Geneva talks: US 
refuse to discuss Dr. Manhattan” (#1: 18) 
“French withdraw military commitment from NATO” (#2: 9) 
“Russians invade Afghanistan” (#3: 25) 
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“Afghanistan: is Pakistan next?” (#5: 12) 
“Nixon promises maximum force” (#6: 27) – in this world Nixon had modified the US 
constitution to run for president again and again and is now serving his fifth term. 
“Reds cross Pakistan border” (#8: 4) 
“Eastern Europe: tanks mass as conflict escalates” (#10: 13) 
“War?” (#12: 2) 
 
This escalating conflict ensues when the US lose their military advantage, Dr. 
Manhattan. President Nixon and the members of its entourage calculate from 
projections that they would need to lose the East Coast to the nukes. Although they 
do not take the decision on the spot, mutual assured destruction seems inevitable: 
the judges of the world have not yet spoken, but they are ready to react to the 
ensuing attack, even if that should mean losing half the country. 
Ozymandias, the last self-proclaimed “judge of the earth” in the novel, also relies on 
projections. Because he has calculated that the crisis will escalate and resolve into a 
third World War, he fakes an alien attack on the US to induce the whole world to 
cooperate. In order to be taken seriously from those who will take the ensuing 
decisions, he makes three millions innocent victims. 
However, Moore heavily criticizes the perspective shared by the vendor, the 
President and Ozymandias. One of the main ways he does so is by getting us 
acquainted with some of the people who will actually be killed because of 
Ozymandias’ plot (but could just as well have been killed by a nuclear attack, if the 
President so decided). The ensemble comprises the elderly vendor, the black kid, 
the black couple and the lesbian couple. We follow their lives as closely as we follow 
the vigilantes’, and by the end we come to perceive Ozymandias’ act as robbing 
them of their freedom. This is Sean Carney’s perceptive analysis, again from the 
article The Tides of History: Alan Moore’s Historiographic Vision: 
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“At the moment they die they are being drawn together by a fight on the corner 
between two women, former lovers, whose quarrel has escalated into an assault. It 
is a simple event: human beings, seeing a conflict, are drawn by a basic sense of 
concern to intervene and help. [...] It is this human process which is circumvented 
and cancelled by Ozymandias's usurping of human agency: they are "making their 
world" [...] just when Ozymandias decides to make it for them.” 
(Carney, 2006, www.english.ufl.edu/imagetext) 
 
This brings a vibrant human dimension to the story that contradicts the validity of 
the choices of those who would be “judges of the earth”. The discourse of the 
powerful is put into question by that of the common people. 
Moreover, when Ozymandias expresses his enthusiasm at having saved the world 
from a nuclear war, we are left to intend that his solution might actually not work. “I 
did the right thing, didn’t I? It all worked out in the end”, he says to Dr. Manhattan, 
to which he replies: “’In the end? Nothing ends, Adrian. Nothing ever ends” (Moore 
and Gibbons, 1986, #12: #27). So we are also left with the idea that no matter what 
extreme measures these judges of the earth may take while they pursue a greater 
good, they might not work in the bigger picture. Once again, the dominant discourse 
is debunked and showed for what it is: a construction with no necessary 
correspondence in reality. As Moore himself states in the quote that is Carney’s 
departure point, “Our leaders do not control the tides of history -- they are just 
surfing them” (Villarrubia and Moore, not retrievable online; therefore, Carney, 
2006, www.english.ufl.edu/imagetext). 
Let us try, then, to answer Fairclough’s questions. The discourse is that of the Cold 
War in the context of the Reagan years. The particular perspective offered by the 
characters is that of the mainstream discourse regarding the conflict between the 
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US and USSR, with the USSR as the necessary enemy. This is analyzed, once again, by 
Savage Jr. as follows: 
 
“The principal villains had to be the Russians, since they seemed particularly 
determined to be difficult. They had come to think of the destruction of Nazi 
Germany as the occasion for helping themselves to half of Europe. Joseph Stalin 
was, by most accounts, not a very nice man. The Soviets had shown an inordinate 
interest in our atomic secrets, had tried hard to filch them, and had succeeded, with 
an operational Bomb of their own by 1949. [...] Anyone inclined to relax in the midst 
of these prospects had only to await the morning newspaper and the next 
screaming headline.” 
(Savage Jr., 1990: 35) 
 
However, Moore is as interested in deconstructing political conventions as well as 
literary ones. Just like he did with the myths of the superhero and of science, he 
takes inspiration from the dominant discourse and then twists it to serve his own 
message. The main departures are, once again, the ethical standpoint, which is that 
any resolution to the Cold War requiring the death of innocents should be 
questioned, and the discoursive standpoint, which questions the validity of the 
dominant discourse by showing its contradictions. Reaganism, with its 
conservativism and aggressive foreign politics, is the target of Moore’s criticism. 
 
6. Conclusion  
We have now come full circle. On the literary side, we have noted how the 
structuralist superheroes that preceded Watchmen were ethically unambiguous and 
responded to a rigid series of attributes. Moore chooses to undermine the figure of 
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the superhero; his characters are fallible and ethically questionable. As we said, 
different aspects of this critique are embodied by different characters; the myth is 
not debunked by binary opposition, but deconstructed by a multifaceted critique.  
In the same way Moore demystifies the scientific discourse, which has been a part 
of superhero origin stories since the dawn of the genre. The infallibility of the myth 
of science is put into question, reflecting the switch from the utopian perspective of 
traditional superhero novels to the dystopian perspective of Watchmen. The role of 
science is not, however, simply negative: Moore’s thesis is that agency rests in the 
hands of human beings. 
If binary opposites like good/evil are the essence of structuralism, then Watchmen 
must be a post-structuralist or postmodern narrative. Watchmen comments on 
preexisting superhero literature by reinterpreting at least two of its most common 
themes. It recasts the figure of the American hero and the myth of science in a 
poststructuralist light, showing the sites of contrast in them. Therefore, we can in 
both cases say that we have a transition from a tradition to a more articulated view, 
tinged with uncertainty. 
We have then tried to find a reason for this shift. The key event seems to be the fall 
of the Bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki during World War II, which made for a 
climate change in the heroic and scientific discourse. The next step has been 
exploring what the relevance of such a critique could be in a historical context. 
Moore writes during the Cold War, and he directs his critiques to those who would 
not learn from the past, namely the Reagan administration. This is done by showing 
how the discursive foundations that would justify a nuclear war are, in fact, both 
ethically and logically flawed. The questioning attitude that Moore assumes in 
regards to literature is, then, transferred to politics through allegory and the 
dystopian setting. Even if Moore recognizes, in the initial quote, the limited range of 
a media such as a comic book, he tries with all his might of writer to make people 
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think about the discourses they are served. The sharper questions are those on 
ethics and, while no correct answers are given, Moore’s experimentation itself 
seems to suggest that the important thing is to question, question, question. 
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All Internet texts have been retrieved on the 16th November 2008. 
 
Appendix 
a. Possible developments 
Now that the discussion has come to a close, it is worth noting that many of its 
facets could be explored further. The cultural perspectivization could be enlarged 
with a larger cast of the Cold War and of Reaganism, to add even more substance to 
Moore’s intentions and to set it against a larger background. The question would 
then be: what real events, political and otherwise, have informed Moore during the 
period of the creation of Watchmen? 
Another observation is that while Watchmen is set in an alternate version of the 
USA, Moore and Gibbons are British. This could possibly be a result of the 
longstanding self-censorship the American comic book industry has been exercising 
on itself ever since Wertham, and which was not present in the UK. Is there, then, 
any particular reason why such a strong critique of Reaganism should come from 
two foreign artists? 
It could also be interesting to trace the history of political stances in comics. Some 
ways to do it would be enlarging the history section, researching previous political 
narratives in American comic books and relating them to past and current political 
events. The question to answer would then be, how have comics historically related 
to politics? 
Another recent development that cannot be ignored is the fact that Watchmen is 
set to become a feature film; it will be released in 2009 and Alan Moore is not 
involved with its creation. There have been many doubts as to how loyal the 
transposition will be, and how deeply it will delve into the political themes. New 
movies inspired by comic books, such as The Dark Knight and Iron Man (2008) have 
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also started to take up political connotations. This is another big mouthful: how do 
comic books transpositions into movies fare, and are the same themes still retained 
within them? 
But these are other stories, and will have to be told another time. 
 
b. Process and material 
Even though a habit from the Italian school tradition prompts me to write “we” (“I” 
is not supposed to be a reliable source), this is in truth a solo project. This means 
that I have enjoyed all the freedoms and the drawbacks of not having anyone to 
confront with. 
The advantages have mostly been of the practical kind; gone are the days of 
sometimes unproductive group meetings and the difficult task of dividing the work. 
Unfortunately, gone is also the possibility of my peers giving me feedback on my 
ideas, helping me get unstuck in tricky places or collaborating to build a stronger 
foundation for the project. As for dividing the work, more people can read through a 
much more extensive range of material than I alone ever could. 
Having somebody to discuss with is most important, I discovered, during the initial 
stages of the work, the period where you are supposed to find out the direction of 
your project. Indeed, the project started as being mostly centered on history, it 
shifted to being fifty percent literature and fifty percent history and ended up being 
something like seventy-five percent literature and twenty-five percent history. I 
think I would have appreciated having someone to help me realize that the 
literature part was taking over. More importantly, I am sure that confrontation 
would have greatly shortened the process of narrowing down the subject matter 
and the research questions. That could also have helped keep the correct balance 
and focus. 
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However, writing solo has had the interesting effect of making me more responsible, 
because I could not rely on help from a group. Shared responsibility for a project 
feels somehow blander than actually being the person who has to write all of it; the 
relation I have to my work is very different when I write in a group and now. 
Moreover, writing alone requires a different kind discipline and organization than 
writing in a group. While in group work it is necessary to keep the pace with 
everyone else in order to be a part of a constructive exchange, working alone 
requires me to keep a series of agreements with myself. In this sense, it was an 
interesting learning experience.  
As mentioned before, the focus of the project greatly changed from the beginning to 
here, as it always is the case. The original idea was to trace the historical references 
that permeate Watchmen and find explanations for them in a cast of the Cold War. 
Subsequently, I would have chronicled the representation of US policies in comic 
books. This outline was dropped when I realized how hard it would have been to get 
the material I needed. A summary search of libraries got me maybe a third of what I 
had in mind I would use. That is, of course, a consequence of the low cultural status 
comics enjoy, so it actually proves a point. The second cast should have had equally 
sized literary and historical analyses, but I simply found that an in-depth literary 
analysis would have needed more space than I was allowing it and decided to carry 
on with it. 
This is, then, the third version of the project. It includes, in my opinion, a medium-
sized variety of well-founded material, which I have tried to comment on during the 
various chapters. I am not always in agreement with the sources (Reynolds) and I 
have a dislike of the condescending style that is adopted by some (Rhoades) to 
make their books more appetizing to the young. If comic books will ever achieve 
official art status, it will be with no thanks to the latter type of literature. However, 
this is an expression of the fact that comics are an art form that starts as a mass 
47 
 
consumption phenomenon, and for a long time the only literature on the subjects 
has not been produced by academics, but by fans. This also forced me to discard a 
lot of material, for example the old Usenet discussions that the first internet users 
were having at the time Watchmen came out. Some of the insights of those people 
who read the comic as it hit the shelves were excellent, but unreferenced and 
expressed colloquially. Looking for material in such an undervalued academic field 
has, however, been a deeply rewarding experience. Since comics have only recently 
been revalued as a somehow “hip” new offshoot of media, many of the writers I 
have been consulting have investigated the topic out of passion. Their works are, 
then, imbued of it, which makes for an interesting read. It is these examples 
(Fingeroth) that I hope to follow. 
 
c. Dimensions and anchoring 
 
This project proposes to cover the dimensions Text and Sign (the literary analysis) 
and History and Culture (the discourse analysis). On the same principles, it is also 
anchored in the subjects English and Cultural Encounters. 
 
d. Abstract 
 
The graphic novel Watchmen, written by Alan Moore and illustrated by Dave 
Gibbons, makes use of poststructuralist techniques in order to debunk the myth of 
the superhero, that of the infallibility of science and that of the American Dream, 
particularly in relation to Reaganist politics. This project aims at exploring the 
relation between Watchmen and the preceding genre literature. Moreover, it 
provides an analysis of the relation between Watchmen and myths and politics of 
the Atom Age. 
48 
 
e. Summary 
ITALIANO 
La graphic novel Watchmen, scritta da Alan Moore e illustrata da David Gibbons, 
impiega tecniche poststrutturaliste per sfatare il mito del supereroe quello 
dell’infallibilità della scienza e quello del sogno americano, in particolare in relazione 
alla politica reaganiana. Questo progetto si prefigge di esplorare il rapporto tra 
Watchmen e la letteratura di genere che la ha preceduta. Inoltre, provvede 
un’analisi del rapporto tra Watchmen e i miti e la politica dell’era atomica. 
 
 
 
 
